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The Great Auk: Impact and Legacy
Introduction
In June 1844, dealer Carl F. Siemen of Reykjavik was in desperate need of a great auk
specimen. The recent acquisition of a great auk by the Royal Danish Museum in Copenhagen
was met with great sensation as these rare birds fetch high prices. Fearing that the once plentiful
giant flightless bird might be close to extinction, Siemen organized a team of fourteen men, led
by himself, to catch a great auk. Local fishermen off the coast of southwest Iceland knew that
some fifty great auks were located on a remote rock 20 kilometers offshore known as Fire Island.
Siemen’s team rowed their way to fire island and three men were sent to hunt the auks. To their
surprise, only two birds remained- a male and a female taking care of their egg. Quickly, the men
chased after the flightless birds as they tried to waddle away. Within half an hour, the great auk
joined the dinosaurs, mammoths, and dodos as an animal that no longer roamed the Earth. As for
the last egg, one of the men accidentally stepped on it.1
In a recent study done in 2019, a team of researchers concluded from fossil evidence and
sequencing mitochondrial genomes, that the great auk was at no risk of extinction prior to human
involvement.2 So, what made this penguin-like bird so valuable that allowed it to capture the
imagination of people before and after its extinction? Throughout the course of human history,
the great auk transformed from a common food source to a luxurious commodity, and finally into
a mythical figure. This paper argues that the depictions of the great auk as a reminder of
humanity’s destructive capabilities are the result of collective guilt people feel about being the
prime contributor to its extinction.
What was The Great Auk?
If someone today was asked, “what is the name of the animal that is black and white, is
flightless, waddles on land, is an excellent swimmer, and lives in a polar region”, they would
correctly identify a Penguin. The same question asked to an 18th-century sailor would tell you it
is a Penguin as well. However, what he would identify as a Penguin would be known by people
today as the great auk.
Humans and the great auk coexisted in what is now Northern Europe and North America
for thousands of years. Both the Vikings sailing the Arctic Ocean and Native Americans fishing
in eastern America would see them in great numbers. Based on fossil evidence, archeologists
uncovered Auk bones across the North Atlantic. During the bird’s territorial height, they lived in
colonies far south as Florida and far north as Greenland and Iceland.3 The birds seasonally
migrated south during the winter and moved back north to breed. This made them excellent
swimmers and became well adapted to hunting fish. However, swimming came at the cost of
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losing their ability to fly as their wings evolved into flippers. The great auk was the only
flightless bird indigenous to the northern hemisphere.4 For most of its history, being flightless
was not a major problem due to the lack of predators- their breeding grounds were isolated from
polar bears, and they swam fast enough to avoid seals.
The great auk is known by several names including Penguin and Garefowl. The word
Penguin has Welsh origins, but it was the French ornithologist Mathurin Jacques Brisson who
designated the name “Le Grand Pingouin” to the great auk in 1760.5 Even today, the
binomial/Latin name for the bird is Pinguinus Impennis despite having a distant relationship to
southern penguins. The physical and behavioral similarities between the two species are due to
convergent evolution. Convergent evolution happens when two unrelated species evolve similar
features independently. It was this similarity that caused European sailors in the southern
hemisphere to mistake the birds now known as Penguins with the great auk.6 It wasn’t until 1831
when Charles Lucien Bonaparte (ornithologist and nephew of Napoleon) accurately placed
southern penguins into a separate family- Spheniscidae. However, by this time, the name
Penguin was so synonymous with the flightless bird to the south that it permanently transferred
over while the northern penguin- which was then on the brink of extinction- became known as
the great auk.
The great American painter and ornithologist, John James Audubon was on a mission to
paint and document every bird in America. After learning of the “Penguin” and its unique
appearance, Audubon had to include it in his collection, The Birds of America. Audubon soon
acquired a dead specimen from a British dealer which he would use to paint his great auk. 7 He
probably could not predict that within the next decade, the animal would go extinct.

Fig. 1 The Great Auk by John J. Audubon (1836)8
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Human and Auk relations
The relationship between Humans and the great auk was never an equal one. Because the
bird was so ill-adapted to walking on land, and the lack of natural predators made the birds
unafraid of humans- they were easy targets for hunts. Ships sailing the north Atlantic would hunt
millions of auks over the centuries. The voyagers onboard found the taste of the freshly killed
auks such a pleasant change of diet after going months on end exclusively eating salted and
preserved foods.9 The appetite for great auk was in such a huge demand that it was common
practice for fishing ships to make sure to prepare space for carrying auks in the chance that they
will encounter them.10 Sailors often noted that the auks were so stupid, all they had to do was
take out a ramp and the auks would walk onto the ship where sailors would kill them. As the
birds became rarer, hunters had to go down from a ship to walk up to the auk to knock it with a
stick or choke it.11
Europeans weren’t the only ones with an appetite for great auks. Native Americans
traditionally hunted great auks when they migrated to the East coast of America during the
winter months. The auks were pushed into isolated islets that the natives couldn’t reach. The
universal desire of both Natives and Europeans to hunt the great auk confined the bird’s habitat
to small islets such as Fire Island (now Eldey), where the species met its final demise. Four
decades after the bird’s extinction, great auk researcher Symington Grieve would write in 1885,
“In recent times, like the great auk, these aborigines have also become extinct”.12 Although the
Native American population is fortunately still around, note how depictions of the great auk after
extinction begin to be associated as a harbinger of humanity’s annihilation.
By the late 1700s, people noticed a phenomenon with great auks. Sightings have been
less frequent and hunting trips arrive with fewer and fewer birds. People soon realized that the
great auk might go extinct. Extinction as a concept was relatively new then. Unlike today where
conservation is the initial thought following the realization an animal is endangered, the people
of the early 19th century were sent into a craze to profit from catching as many rare Auks as
possible. It was recorded in 1812 that a fisherman was able to sell a great auk to the British
Museum for £15 (£1,120.37 today or $1,488.37).13 As great auks continued to become rarer, the
demand from museums and ironically ornithologists was enough to drive the bird to extinction.
Academics during the time found extinction a controversial topic. In 1799, Thomas
Jefferson, who was well versed in science and enlightenment philosophies was an avid opponent
of extinction because it went against the idea of a benevolent God.14 Scientific understanding
rapidly improved by the mid-19th century and influential biologists such as Charles Darwin and
9

Grieve, pp. 116
Grieve pp. 116
11
Grieve pp. 116
12
Grieve, pp.116
13
Grieve, pp.10
14
Rowland, Stephan M. “Thomas Jefferson, extinction, and the evolving view of Earth history in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries” in Gary D. Rosenburg, ed., The Revolution in
Geology from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment. (Boulder, Colo: Geological Society of
America, 2009.), pp. 225-246
10

Place holder, leave blank 4

Jean-Baptiste Lamarck built a convincing case for extinction. While some saw the extinction of
the great auk as a prime example of survival of the fittest (the evolutionary process of weeding
out weak species and keeping fit species) due to how “stupid” the bird was, others saw this as a
warning that all animals including humans were vulnerable to extinction.
The Legacy of the Great Auk
In November 1859, eccentric ornithologist John Wolley and his colleague, Alfred
Newton returned to England after a decade of voyages in search of surviving great auk breeding
grounds. A few years earlier, they interviewed several men off the coast of Iceland who told
them they killed a pair of great auks back in 1844 on Eldey. That was, at the time, the latest
confirmed sighting of a great auk. Could that be the final one? Wolley remained hopeful to the
very end that the great auk was not extinct. He planned his next voyage to Labrador but suddenly
caught a deadly fever. Wolley would soon die at the age of 36 after dedicating many years
advocating for parliament to pass an animal conservation bill. 15
On the realization that the great auk was extinct, the public fell into mixed reactions.
Because the bird had long been associated with stupidity, clumsiness, and naivety, some saw the
death of the bird as inevitable. Some people under the context of rapid industrialization, social
Darwinism, and the Victorian fascination with mortality viewed the man-made extinction of the
great auk as a symbol of humanity’s fragility. Similar to how Symington Grieve drew parallels
between the extinction of the great auk to the “extermination” of the Native Americans in his
1885 paper, the great auk gradually transformed in the public imagination from a dumb bird to a
fictional creature whose fate at the hands of humans might mirror our own.
The first mainstream work of fiction about the great auk was the 1863 children’s book
The Water-Babies, A Fairy Tale for a Land Baby by Charles Kingsley. The story is about a child
laborer named Tom who works as a chimney sweep. Tom is transported into a fictional land with
talking animals which includes a conversation with the last great auk. Tom asks her why she is
all alone and the Auk replies “Once we were a great nation and spread over all the Northern
Isles. But men shot us so, and knocked us on the head, and took our eggs.”16 The auk began to
cry, and Tom felt very sorry for her.17 His fictional great auk character was meant for readers to
sympathize with. Qualities that were deemed stupid a few decades prior are now written as
helplessness. Human society is the main villain in the Auk’s story, and it is a struggle that Tom
and the targeted audience can relate to since children were abused and profited from during this
era. So even in the great auk’s earliest fictional appearance, its extinction was connected to social
and political implications.
As the twentieth century progressed, the depiction of the great auk in fiction and media
was put in the context of rapid modernization, an inevitable world war, and improved weaponry.
The last witnesses to the great auk gradually passed away and the sole memory of the bird lives
on exclusively through media depictions and museums. In 1906, Nobel prize-winning author and
communist philosopher Anatole France published the fictional novel Penguin Island. Penguin
Island is a satirical retelling of the history of France as if it was a great auk colony named
15
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Penguin Island. Note that some French people continued to call the great auk “Penguins” even up
to the early 20th century. The story begins in ancient times when a missionary arrives on Penguin
Island to baptize the great auks. The novel follows the Auks through medieval times, to modern
times (1906), and a near-apocalyptic future. French politics were a mess following the
establishment of the 3rd republic in 1870. In the mid-1890s, the Dreyfus Affair scandalized
French society when a Jewish soldier was falsely accused of leaking information to the Germans.
This event was notably lampooned in Penguin Island as “The affair of the eighty thousand
trusses of hay”. A general named “General Greatauk, duke of Skull” falsely accuse a Jewish
character named Pyrot of stealing hay.18 Mocking politicians by portraying them as great auks
stems from the long history of people who associated the bird with stupidity and clumsiness. The
novel concludes with Penguin Island rapidly industrializing and becoming a futuristic modern
society. But shortly afterward, the Penguin Island civilization collapsed due to capitalist
exploitation and terrorism.19 Anatole France’s novel blurs the line between the great auk and
humans. If humans can run a successful genocide against the birds, what is stopping us from
doing it to ourselves? Even in 1906, before the creation of nuclear bombs, the lessons learned
from the extinction of the great auk were enough for Anatole France to warn people of
humanity’s own risk.
Building from the themes pioneered by France, a Broadway play and book of the same
name titled Night of the Auk premiered in 1956 and 1958 respectively. This cold war play is
about astronauts on the moon returning to Earth only to find humanity annihilated from a nuclear
war. While there are no great auks in this play, the title makes it clear that it is a reference to
extinction. Within the course of a hundred years, the Auks have become a synonym for death and
destruction.
Exactly one hundred years after Charles Kingsley’s children’s book, historical fiction
writer Allen Eckert writes The great auk, a novel in 1963. This novel follows an unnamed great
auk from childhood to murder. The protagonist would rise the ranks of his colony and
successfully lead his flock from North Carolina to fire island during the breeding season. Along
the way, the flock faces obstacles such as hunters and egg poachers. Humans are the main
antagonist of the story- they appear several times to kill off the protagonist’s friends and family
one by one. The death of auks is described grotesquely but most impactful is the death of the
protagonist, who was left to die alone because the hunters thought it was diseased.20 Clearly,
humans have not and probably will never let go of their guilt for causing the extinction of the
great auk. Perhaps the self-condemnation attitude found in all depictions of the auk is necessary
to not repeat the mistakes of the past.
Conclusion
The great auk is a bird of many names and many faces. It was the original penguin once
known for its fresh meat and as an easy kill. But its extinction sparked a transformation that no
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other animal endured up to that point in time. It wasn’t like the dodo and the moa which were
also flightless birds driven to extinction by humans. They were birds with a short history with
humans and lived in distant places Europeans barely even knew themselves. The great auk was a
familiar face Europeans have been accustomed to for thousands of years. Their extinction was a
shock to everyone and engrained the concept of extinction into public consciousness.
A dead man cannot write his life story, it’s up to the survivors to tell it. For the great auk,
its depictions and portrayals in media following its extinction reflect human destructive
tendencies. In hindsight, we now look back at our ancestor’s actions and question why their
ignorance of the environment. But as the history of the great auk tells us, it takes a genocide for
us to learn from our mistakes. If it were not the case, we might still be killing dumb birds while
not being so bright ourselves.
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